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UNCOVERING LINGUISTIC LINEAGE THROUGH USING A CHARACTER N-GRAM 

BASED DIALECT CLASSIFIER 
 

Quantitative approaches to analysing diachronic change have become popular in examining 

historical languages (Piotrowski 2012). Character N-grams, which are N-sized letter collocations, 

are a well-used method in analysing written text (Cavnar & Trenkle 1994) and have been used in 

language classification, such as in the program Textcat (Feinerer et al. 2013). Buckley and Vogel 

(2019) used profiles of character N- grams to examine change in historical English over time and to 

detect features of change across historical epochs.  

This paper attempts to create a dialect classifier based on character N-gram features. The 

chosen linguistic context is Middle English (ME), using the Middle English Grammar Corpus 

(Stenroos et al. 2011). The classifier successfully delineates between a cluster of Northern regions 

and a cluster of Midlands and Southern areas.  

Using this functioning text classifier, ME texts can be positioned in the regions they are 

most similar to. The analyses showed that texts of known origin are placed in a correct dialect 

cluster with high accuracy. Furthermore texts of Older Scots can be classified in relation to these 

ME regional clusters. Through this a quantitative confirmation that Older Scots is closest to 

Northern ME was found and that Older Scots texts are most similar to the northernmost counties 

of the Northern cluster.  

Scots texts are analysed over time using the Helsinki Corpus of Older Scots (Meurman-Solin 

1995) and it was found that texts become less close to Northern ME texts over time, signalling 

language change away from medieval forms. The features shared between Scots and Northern ME 

can be abstracted showing that this method can be a useful tool in examining the relationship 

between varieties of a language and the strength of the relationship between varieties over time. 
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